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The ageing, experienced knowledge workers possess 
competence that is crucial for the competitiveness of 
an organization. In Finland and other parts of Europe, 
so called baby-boomer generation is soon retiring. 
Their valuable experience will be lost unless it is 
secured. This paper is based on a literature review of 
knowledge transfer methods from seniors to the 
younger workers. Social interaction is crucial in 
functional knowledge transfer. Knowledge can also be 
explicated to documents. Information systems were not 
studied in this paper. An important issue in knowledge 
transfer and in avoidance of the competence gap is 
identification of critical knowledge. 
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Especially in many European countries the population 
is ageing as the big age groups are getting close to 
retirement and the new generations are getting smaller 
as birthrate is decreasing. In Finland the baby-boomer 
generation that was born after the Second World War 
is ageing among the first (Moilanen, 2005). Also the 
amount of foreign workforce in Finland is low 
(Vesterinen, 2002). The situation poses many threats to 
different parties and areas. Societies will have to take 
care of an increasing amount of people with a 
decreasing amount of active, work-aged people. 
National welfare and economy  could be in danger. 
Individual’s occupational well-being is being 
threatened as personnel will have to deal with rising 
workload with decreasing resources.  
1.1 Knowledge loss threatens the competitiveness 
of organizations 
Organizations are an interface between society and 
individuals – in good and in bad. Organizations are in 
contact with the threats to both society and individuals. 
Organizations are able to have a positive impact on the 
overall situation. Organizations also face difficulties 
typical only of them. Organizations will have trouble 
matching resources with requirements as available 
workforce decreases and competence is lost. This 
progress can finally lead to so called competence gap 
when resources, especially competence, do not match 
present or future needs and goals.  
What actually is in stake is the competitiveness of 
those organizations where the threat of competence 
gap is significant. According to DeLong (2005) 
competence gap is often realized trough mistakes, 
unexpected quality problems or other costly 
disruptions in performance. Lost knowledge can have 
anticipated or unanticipated effects and tangible or 
intangible impacts. It  can occur at individual, group or 
organizational level and create immediate or delayed 
costs. (DeLong, 2005) The loss in resources will have 
to be compensated with improvements in productivity. 
Despite productivity increase there will also be a fierce 
competition for new workers and organizations have to 
pay more attention to their employer image. 
Competence management and transfer of knowledge 
offer an expedient for trying to solve this dilemma. In 
knowledge work, where competence is the main or 
even the only resource (Okkonen, 2004) this is 
especially true. Transfer of knowledge from the older 
to the younger workers can have three major effects in 
organization in light of this upcoming competence gap 
(fig. 1). Firstly, it can improve the future occupational 
well-being of younger workers when workload 
matches resources. Also the growing attention to the 
elderly will most likely improve their work conditions 
even if preventative actions might be too late. 
Secondly, knowledge transfer will improve 
organization’s productivity. In addition to securing 
critical competence the improvement is the result of 
increased attention to knowledge use. In combination 
with these two factors knowledge transfer results in the 
third factor, i.e. competitiveness.  
 202 
Figure 1: Knowledge transfer in organizational context 
Knowledge, competence and experience are the 
substance of knowledge transfer. While pursuing 
competitiveness, productivity and occupational well-
being, the transfer process also increases  the 
knowledge resource in value as well as in quantity. 
This is due to the dynamic feature of knowledge 
(Newell, Robertson, Scarbrough & Swan, 2002). At 
the same time the need to transfer or disseminate 
knowledge grows. But not all knowledge is vital to the 
success of an organization. Knowledge lost can create 
a strategic threat if it reduces organization’s capacity to 
innovate, weakens the ability to pursue growth 
strategies, makes impossible to execute low-cost 
strategies with reduced efficiency, gives competitors 
an advantage or otherwise increases vulnerability 
(DeLong, 2005). This means that not all knowledge 
and competence is  necessary to transfer, and 
organization should concentrate on the critical 
knowledge and on the particular strengths different 
aged people posses.  
1.2 Background and structure of the paper 
This paper is based on a literature review of knowledge 
transfer methods from seniors to younger workers (see 
Hovila & Okkonen, 2006). Information systems were 
not studied in this review. The review was conducted 
in Finnish context, but the methods are mostly 
universal. This paper considers the value of knowledge 
and experience in knowledge work and as a 
characteristic of, especially senior, knowledge worker. 
The paper also introduces what are the main concerns 
in knowledge transfer.  
In the next chapter this paper contemplates the 
definition of knowledge work. It also considers the role 
of experience, tacit knowledge and competence in it 
and the relationship between these three concepts. In 
the third chapter the process of knowledge transfer is 
discussed. The last chapter briefly presents the main 
conclusions.  
2.0 EXPERIENCE AS A CHARASTERISTIC 
OF A KNOWLEDGE WORKER 
In the information society, knowledge has become an 
important resource. This has increased the amount of 
knowledge workers and symbol analytical work. 
According to Pyöriä (2005) at the core of knowledge 
work is the work process, not the actual final product 
as in traditional industry. Major benefactors in the area 
of knowledge work research and literature are e.g. 
Drucker, Machlup and Bell (Pyöriä, 2005). 
2.1 Defining knowledge work 
There has been a lot of discussion among academics 
over the concept of knowledge work. The biggest 
question might be the extent of routine and creativity 
in knowledge work. Basically knowledge work 
concerns data and idea processing (Cortada, 1998). 
According to Kelloway and Barling (2000) knowledge 
work can be considered as one dimension of work in 
general. Thus work is a continuum, where the nature of 
work depends on the way knowledge is  used in the 
process. Thus knowledge work is a broad concept. It 
might include simple data entering or complex and 
abstract problem solving.  
Experts represent a type of knowledge worker.  Their 
work requires creativity to complete tasks successfully. 
Often they produce immaterial services, such as 
advisement, which also can take the shape of a 
concrete product. The essence of expertise is 
knowledge and competence, which the customer 
himself doesn’t posses or can’t manage. (Sipilä, 1996) 
This means that the use of expert services isn’t a 
question of cost savings or convenience, but of 
competence. The customer can’t replace the expert’s 
contribution with own work or resources. (Hannula et 
al., 2002) 
Some authors posit also formal education from experts. 
For example Pyöriä’s (2005) criteria for a knowledge 
worker are the use of information technology, at least 
upper intermediate vocational training and independent 
design of important aspects of the job. Basically 
educational requirements for experts are an unessential 
point but they do describe the need for abstract 
thinking in knowledge work. Use of information 
technology is these days almost compulsory at least in 
the form of office software. Pyöriä’s last criterion 
includes multiple perspectives. Independent design of 
one’s job describes the fact that knowledge workers 
usually both plan and execute their tasks. This is one 
factor, which makes management of knowledge work 
difficult. Independent design also points out the need 
for creativity in knowledge work.  
Pyöriä’s definition of knowledge work seems simple , 
but it does cover important aspects of knowledge work. 
Especially it resembles expert work which is under 
consideration in this paper. Knowledge work is still a 
better choice of term, and it is  also commonly used in 
literature. In addition to Pyöriä’s criteria, it is justified 
to emphasize the role of non-routine tasks, creative 











Expertise of a knowledge worker can be absolute or 
relative in nature. When a knowledge intensive 
organization is observed from an external perspective, 
expertise is absolute, i.e. knowledge worker has more 
knowledge of a certain issue than e.g. the customer. 
Absolute expertise is the base of customer ship. 
Relative knowledge is the base of rational organization 
from an inner perspective. It refers to 
intraorganizational relations of knowledge workers. 
Even with similar education, knowledge workers have 
different knowledge based on different interests and 
experiences. (Okkonen, 2004)  
2.2 Experience, tacit knowledge and competence 
Experience is thus one major determining factor of 
status in knowledge intensive organization. At the 
same time experience builds up the competence of a 
knowledge worker eg. by testing it in practice. In 
general experience is often paralle led by tacit 
knowledge (Ståhle & Grönroos, 1999). People gain 
experience over time and through different events. 
Long work history doesn’t automatically generate rich 
competence reserve. All depends on how a person is 
able to learn from, apply and utilize experiences in 
work (Paloniemi, 2004). 
Work experience eases completion of tasks by creating 
routines for action. Every move or decision doesn’t 
require vast contemplation. Routines ease solving new 
and familiar problems. A broad experience base both 
quantitatively and qualitatively helps widen a person’s 
perspective on work and life (Paloniemi, 2004) and 
thus hinders negative or unbalanced routines . Also 
experience of life is valuable and creates emotional 
intelligence (Ilmarinen, Lähteenmäki & Huuhtanen, 
2003). The older one is the more likely one has gained 
useful experiences.  
Ollila (1998) sees both positive and negative features 
in experience. It might become an obstacle for renewal. 
In modern society unlearning i.e. getting rid of 
disadvantageous habits is important. Experience could 
hinder life long learning. Fortunately people how were 
enthusiastic and experimental to begin with, will 
further develop these qualities later in life. 
Unfortunately the same goes the other way around with 
inflexibility. Above Ilmarinen et al. (2003) noted 
experience of life to be an advantage. According to 
Ollila (1998) school of life can sometimes be even too 
strict and create bitterness in people. This will diminish 
the ability to gain positive experiences and learn from 
them. 
The experience ageing knowledge workers posses is 
considered to be an asset,  despite the possibility for 
negative expressions. It is not just the amount of 
encounters, but also personal qualities, such as the 
ability to manage, acquire and use knowledge, that are 
valuable and develop with age. People grow mentally, 
while getting older. Seniors have strategic maturity, 
which helps achieve goals. Their ability to 
contemplate, consider, debate and argue is good. They 
observe causality easier and this helps in problem 
solving. (Ilmarinen et al., 2003) Even the recognized 
negative changes which come with age can be seen as 
an asset. For example the fear of outdated competence 
can strengthen motivation to learn. According to 
Huuhtanen, Kalimo, Lindström, Linkola and 
Liukkunen (1999) the quality of work is the real 
strength of an ageing worker despite the fact that work 
pace often slows down. Quality becomes evident in 
bigger work entities even if individual tasks fail. 
Because the strengths of seniors are in knowledge 
processing, seniors are often at their best especially in 
knowledge work settings (Huuhtanen et al., 1999). It 
should be noted that with out organizational actions 
these strengths are only potential. 
Mental schemes play a role in knowledge processing. 
According to Ilmarinen et al. (2003) they help identify 
relevant information from constantly changing data 
flow when they are well developed. These schemes 
won’t develop without long time work experience. 
People doing routine work and with not much 
education are in the weakest position to get positive 
experiences and to create efficient schemes 
(Huuhtanen et al., 1999).  Mental schemes are one 
difference between seniors and younger workers or 
novices. Seniors have models that are more organized. 
They also have different decision making and learning 
strategies. Novices rely more on formal patterns, while 
seniors trust their intuition and experiences. Choice of 
scheme is often based on unwritten rules. (Ilmarinen et 
al., 2003) Seniors dare to experiment more than 
novices with strict patterns to follow. 
A lot of older workers’ competence is based on the 
tacit knowledge of e.g. organization’s processes and 
history. It helps in decision making when formal or 
sufficient knowledge is  not available (Paloniemi, 
2004). Paloniemi of course admits that also younger 
people have tacit knowledge, but the tacit knowledge 
of the ageing has its special features, which are 
transcendent in knowledge work. During time, tacit 
knowledge is tested and modified from many different 
angles and perspectives that it is hard to bring back to a 
detailed level. Even though tacit knowledge is hard to 
put to words, it becomes visible in action. (Ståhle & 
Grönroos, 1999). An expert’s tacit knowledge is 
greatly metaknowledge of how other knowledge types 
should be used (Huuhtanen et al., 1999). Experts and 
seniors have more developed methods for knowledge 
use.  
When considering experience, one dimension of tacit 
knowledge is illustrative of its versatility. Virtainlahti 
(2005) brings forth the bodily dimension of tacit 
knowledge. With different senses one can sense 
 204 
messages from the environment and interpret these 
based on experience. A physical experience creates 
long lasting learning. An example of a physical 
experience is an abnormal tremble coming from 
productive machinery. 
Tacit knowledge is  a part of competence. Ståhle and 
Grönroos (1999) see competence as the ability to apply 
knowledge to perform a task or solve a problem. 
According to Sydänmaanlakka (2000) competence 
includes knowledge, skills, attitudes, experience and 
contacts. In addition to these organizational 
competence includes processes, workings and culture. 
The competence of an organization is a combination of 
individual competencies and capabilities, which in 
interaction become greater than the sum of its parts 
(Lankinen, Miettinen & Sipola, 2004). An organization 
can’t own the competence of its individuals, but with 
management practices it can utilize this resource and 
turn it into something greater. Organizational 
competence remains in the structures of an 
organizational even when individuals leave the 
organization (Ahvo-Lehtinen & Maukonen, 2005). 
Competence remains in e.g. systems, ways of working, 
tools and attitudes. Software systems have become 
more important knowledge reserves (Ahvo-Lehtinen & 
Maukonen, 2005). It is fair to say that the structures for 
organizational competence have often strengthened 
and also the role of organizational competence has 
grown.  
Competence is the ability to apply knowledge in social 
context for goal achievement. Organizational 
processes, ways of working and culture create the 
application framework and basis  for competence.  
Experience generates both wideness and depth to 
competence. It also helps utilize competence better, 
with greater selection of schemes and possibility to 
make the right choices.  
This paper has reviewed many terms related to 
knowledge. Figure 2 tries to picture the relationships 
between these terms. The impulses from the 
environment, such as data and information, are inputs 
for knowledge processing. Knowledge, competence 
and experience are means and enablers for processing.  
Final result from this is productive action, which can 
be considered as the highest level of competence. 
Knowledge, competence and experience in work life 
aren’t worth much if they don’t enable action. Action 






Figure 2:  Productive action results from different aspects of 
knowledge. 
The strengths of the ageing improve the possibility to 
create action. Knowledge processing is more likely to 
work efficiently or correctly by seniors than by 
younger workers. It should be noted that figure 2 is an 
oversimplification, because it doesn’t include e.g. 
feedback or learning. 
3.0 TRANSFERRING EXPERIENCE FROM 
SENIORS 
Knowledge transfer has long been an interest of 
individual psychology researchers. Lately it has also 
occurred in strategic management and organizational 
theory literature. An important topic for knowledge 
transfer research has also been macro-organizational 
relationships. (Argote, Ingram, Levine & Moreland, 
2000) The term knowledge transfer is a conscious 
choice. Knowledge was described more closely above. 
In short , knowledge also refers to both competence and 
experiences. Even though the word transfer might also 
have negative meanings such as the weakening value 
of knowledge source, it describes aptly the current 
situation with the need to secure one group’s 
competence and pass it on to another group such is the 
case with baby-boomer generation. For example 
knowledge diffusion refers to a more daily situation. 
Also Szulanski (2000) prefers the word transfer, 
because it focuses on a specific event and not to a 
gradual, constant diffusion process. The ageing of the 
baby-boomer generation could be described as such a 
specific event.  
According to Bender and Fish (2000) knowledge 
transfer includes transfer of information to the receiver 
and the absorption of this knowledge by the receiver. 
The receiver can be an individual or a group. 
Knowledge transfer is truly valuable to the 
organization if it leads to changes, new ideas and 
development of processes and practices. Argote et al. 
(2000) as well as Argote and Ingram (2000) see 
knowledge transfer as a process, where the experience 
of one organizational unit affects another. An 
organizational unit is an individual, team or division. 
So in addition to your own experiences it is possible to 
learn indirectly from the experience of other people 









As already described above, the basic elements of 
knowledge or competence transfer are knowledge 
source and recipient. Tacit knowledge is hard to 
externalize e.g. into information systems for others to 
study independently. Externalization is also often 
uneconomical. This is why knowledge transfer is based 
mostly on social interaction. Social processes include 
sharing, interpreting, maintenance and retention. 
(Argote et al., 2000; Ståhle & Grönroos, 1999) 
Through speech and actions knowledge spreads to 
other members of the organization and is interpreted 
and internalized by to receiver. Social interaction helps 
keep the knowledge up to date. Discussion is a good 
way to interpret and update knowledge and at the same 
time create shared meaning. When it comes to tacit 
knowledge, wide distribution helps store it even if key 
personnel exit the organization.  
Shariq (1999) emphasizes knowledge transfer to be an 
interactive and dynamic process. In such a process the 
transformation of knowledge is inevitable. One person 
doesn’t interpret knowledge exactly the same way 
another does. This is at least due to different 
experience base. Similar organizational background 
prevents knowledge transformation (Argote & Ingram, 
2000). For example organizational culture steers 
interpretation along the same line. Similarity between 
organizational members also helps to protect 
competence, just because it is hard to transfer it outside 
the organization. (Argote & Ingram, 2000) 
Organization can also protect competence by 
transferring it to people who are unlikely to leave the 
organization soon and are willing to commit 
themselves to the organization.  
 So far knowledge transfer has almost automatically 
been seen as a process. Szulanski (2000) reinforces this 
view by noting the process model to help in observing 
learning and detecting possible problems. Modelling 
transfer as a process brings forth continuance and 
orderliness. Still the practice of knowledge transfer 
shouldn’t be continuous when considering the forth 
coming competence gap and baby-boomer generations 
(Koivuniemi, 2004). As such it will become too 
wearisome. For example the duty to advis e constantly 
changing substitutes will disturb execution of actual 
responsibilities, although substitutes are meant to ease 
the burden. 
Literature offers multiple methods for knowledge 
transfer from the experienced seniors soon retiring to 
the younger workers still remain ing in the 
organization. These methods take into account the 
special qualities of the seniors. According to DeLong 
(2005) methods can generally be classified as 
providing either direct or indirect knowledge transfer. 
Direct knowledge transfer practices include more 
personal interaction between knowledge source and 
recipient. IT has enabled interaction to become more 
virtual. Indirect knowledge transfer usually involves 
some kind of mediation between the source and 
recipient. Knowledge is captured from the source, 
edited, formatted and stored for later use. The 
anonymity of the source makes it hard for the recipient 
to question or verify the knowledge being transferred. 
The nature of tacit knowledge and the characteristics of 
seniors make social interaction and learning by doing, 
i.e. direct transfer practices, the most important 
methods for knowledge transfer. Sometimes the 
externalization of knowledge, i.e. indirect practices, is 
justified. Selection of proper methods depends on the 
characteristics and significance of knowledge being 
transferred. It is important to consider whether 
knowledge can be transferred only as tacit or if it could 
be explicated. When explicated, knowledge could lose 
some of its depth. Next , the number of participating 
workers has to be decided: to how many people is  this 
knowledge critical and should be transferred. Some 
knowledge is so specific that not many people can 
utilize it. In such cases  it is often effective to transfer it 
socially in pairs or small groups. Written knowledge is 
easy to transfer to multiple recipients. Also available 
time and money guide choice of method. Some take 
longer and are more expensive than others. Direct 
knowledge transfer methods are often such. 
Most of the transfer methods include either 
individually created explicit knowledge to be passed 
on indirectly or people working together sharing tacit 
knowledge directly in co-operation. In co-operation 
knowledge doesn’t  have to be explicated. Transfer 
methods can also be based on a mixture of these two 
types . The methods existing literature presents are so 
multiple in numbers that it is not worthwhile to 
describe them all. Examples of transfer methods 
include storytelling, mentoring, interviews, 
documentation, team work, and informal coffee breaks 
to name but a few. The choice of a concrete method or 
even the development of a new method will be 
straightforward after the knowledge to be transferred is 
identified and fully analyzed.  
4.0 CONCLUSIONS 
The significance of senior knowledge worker and their 
experience to the competitiveness of an organization is 
undisputable. Their mental capacity is transcendent in 
knowledge work context  and they are most likely to 
generate profitable action from resources related to 
knowledge. Now that the baby-boomer generation is 
soon retiring organizations are facing a potential 
competence gap. This competence gap will be reality if 
knowledge and competence aren’t transferred to and 
shared with the remaining, younger workers in the 
organization. There are already many potential 
methods for transfer. To put these into use, it is 
important to identify the critical knowledge important 
to preserve in the organization.  
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When critical knowledge has been identified, its 
characteristics should be evaluated. Should it be 
transferred in explicit or tacit form and how many 
people should take part in the transfer process? These 
decisions should be based at least on cultural, personal, 
conditional, time and money constrains. Often social 
interaction provides profound knowledge and is also a 
convenient style for senior workers. These methods 
might even have a positive effect on organizational 
climate and culture. Explication of knowledge is a 
good way to diffuse knowledge broadly and also stores 
knowledge for later transfer.  
When knowledge transfer succeeds it can in addition to 
competitiveness have an effect the remaining 
personnel’s occupational well-being and also direct 
attention to the conditions of seniors. Knowledge 
transfer can also affect productivity. Securing existing 
competence will help keep productivity in original 
level or the growing attention could even improve it. It 
is important to recognize ageing as a threat of a 
competence gap early on and systematically start 
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